separations between the well-off and the poor continue to increase.
However, the numbers on both sides of our globally broken social and human union are quite enough to make us wonder if we have any working global ethic at all. The IPHN editorial tells us that by the mid-1990s the richest 20% of the world's population had 82 times the income of the poorest 20% Another calculation has the world's 225 richest people possessing a combined wealth equivalent to the annual income of the poorest 2.5 billion people (47% of the global population) in the world. I must, though, emphasize that this disproportion of income and wealth is only an indicator of a much deeper and tragic ongoing story of widespread and relentless human suffering. For many of us that suffering spans the time from birth to death, a greatly foreshortened time for so many of the very poor.
I have often wondered where the little birds sleep during the night of deep winter's cold. A woman working with me -she is a bird-Iovertold me that some ducks fall asleep in the water and die when the water freezes during the night. These poor little birds, Burns's and our earth-born companions, are an image of what happens to so many of our fellow human beings who, after lives of destitution, die unaccompanied, uncared for, and untreated for their pain, for their multiple crushing symptoms of mortal illness, and for their anguish of mind and heart.
This drama of global poverty is simultaneously the drama of an ethic of humanity. Will both dramas continue to unfold as forms of tragedy? Tragic drama, as George Steiner has explained, centres on catastrophe. Tragic dramas end badly, and tragic personages are broken by forces which can be neither fully understood nor mastered by powers of rational planning. Tragic
March I, 2000
My dear fellow mortals, In November, 1785, Robert (Robbie) Burns, the Scottish poet, wrote a poem "To a Mouse", the mouse he had turned up in her nest while he was ploughing the land.
The term, "fellow mortals", that I have chosen to address you comes from the following lines of Burns's poem: I'm truly sorry man's dominion Has broken nature's social union, An' justifies that ill opinion which makes thee startle At me, thy poor, earth-born companion An' fellow mortal! (1) I write to tell you that, like Burns, I am truly sorry; sorry and saddened; saddened and ashamed; ashamed, but awakening to action over the unraveling of humanity's union between the relatively few wealthy and privileged among us and the so, so many others who live and die bereft of all the material and social underpinnings of human dignity. I write to tell you there are signs, still faint, but nevertheless detectable, that a turning of human conscience, call it a social conversion, if you will, may be paralleling the turn of the millennium.
One of these signs is the editorial from the • drama expresses a view of the world in which the spheres of reason, order, and justice are terribly limited and cannot be expanded by any progress in science or technology (2) .
Can we possibly imagine the reviving of an ethic of humanity, expressed not only in the poetry of words but intensively in the poetry of action, that would free our fellow earth-born companions from what seems to be the tragic determinism of global poverty?
In his end-of-the-year editorial in the International Herald Tribune (December 30, 1999, P: 6),
William Pfaff wrote about our entering not only a new millennium, but a new age in which humanity will at last find itself alone. "Alone" here means unaccompanied by the unwritten moral laws cited by Antigone in Sophocles's play, laws that "live always and forever, and no man knows from where they have arisen." "Alone" here means human beings' declaration of radical autonomy -the declaration that we are the source of our own law, unbeholden to T he International Poverty and Health Network was created in December 1997 following a series of conferences organised by the World Health Organisation with the aim of integrating health into plans to eradicate poverty. Its formation was a response to the evidence of the persistent and growing burden of human suffering due to poverty. The more people who join the greater the likely impact of the network. Around 1.3 billion people live In absolute, grinding poverty on less than $1 per day (1) . This is despite the overall growth of the world economy, which doubled in the 25 years before 1998 to $24 trillion. Of the 4.4 billion people in developing countries, nearly three fifths lack access to sanitation, a third don't have clean water, about a fifth have no health care, and a fifth do not have enough dietary energy and protein.
Economic disparities both within and between countries have grown, and in about 100 countries incomes are lower in real terms than they were a decade ago (2) . By 1995 the richest fifth of the world's population had 82 times the income of the poorest fifth. The world's 225 richest people have combined wealth equivalent to the annual income of the poorest 2.5 billion (nearly half of the world's population) (1) . At the same time the world faces a growing scarcity of renewable resources from deforestation, soil erosion, water depletion, declining fish stocks, and lost biodiversity. The poor will be hit hardest by these problems.
Despite overall dramatic increases in life expectancy in the past century, health professionals should be con-and unaccountable to any reality outside or beyond ourselves.
William Pfaff wrote this, not in triumphant tones, but as his expression of concern. Indeed, can we be the source of an ethic of humanity that would make us beholden to all our earthborn companions; an ethic that would drive us effectively to mobilize organizations and institutions, persons, resources, and ministries to free our fellow human beings from global poverty and all of its sufferings?
If we are entering a new age, what will dominate: an ethic of humanity that binds together our broken social union or an ethics of indifference that bows its head to the immutable forces of tragic determinism? cerned about growing inequalities in health and wealth (3). The precipitous decline in life expectancy in Russia is a graphic example of how health may deteriorate as societies face sudden social and economic change accompanied by growing poverty. The gap in life expectancy for men between selected western European countries and Russia has widened from about three years in 1970 to around 15 in 1995 (4).
Many African countries have total external debts that are more than 100% of their gross national product. Although there has been progress in cancelling debt, only 22 of the 52 countries needing substantial or total debt reduction will actually see their annual payments reduced after the agreements made at the Cologne summit (5). Therefore much remains to be done, including monitoring how the World Bank and International Monetary Fund implement debt reduction ensuring that the economic reforms they recommend are focused on reducing poverty. The announcement by the British Chancellor of the Exchequer just before Christmas that Britain would cancel the debts owed by the world's 25 poorest countries so long as the money saved was spent on poverty reduction and improving the health of the poorest is welcome. We hope other countries will follow.
Even among rich nations there are many examples of growing socioeconomic inequalities in health over the past 20 years (4). Health inequalities in Britain have just been declared the worst ever (6). The life expectancy gap between professional and unskilled workers is now 9.5 years for men and 6.4 years for
